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Abstract

This study explores the underdeveloped concept of citizen-right and environmental
awareness in the context of authoritarian China. Facing environmental degradation, the
Chinese people have engaged in environmental protection in different ways. Against this
background, this study examines the attitudes and perceptions among the Chinese people
on environmental issues using the China General Social Survey (CGSS) in 2013. The study
not only shows the views of Chinese people on environmental protection when Xi Jinping
became the president of China in 2012 but also reveals that in the context of authoritarian
regimes-perhaps due to compliance with or faith in the accountability of the governing
system-citizen rights awareness during collective decisions undermines citizens’
willingness to make individual contributions. Both institutional friction and structural
constraints have made Chinese citizens silent towards environmental actions.
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I. Introduction

Global warming, deforestation, and different types of pollution from the local to the
international level are some of the environmental problems that have been challenging
ecosystems for multiple generations of human beings. As concerns about global
environmental issues mount, the responsibilities for protecting the environment have also
increased. In the report, “Our Common Future” (1987) and at the Rio Earth Summit in
1992, for instance, calls for action were taken to protect the environment, further extending
the concept of environmental citizenship. The United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) defines the concept of environmental citizenship as awareness and responsibility
to protect the environment and to participate actively through partnerships with the
government and other stakeholders. In addition, the government is responsible for making
citizens understand both their rights to enjoy a clean and safe environment and exercise
their duties to protect environmental sustainability.

The appeals from the international community have brought further discussions on the
concept of environmental citizenship. Dobson defines environmental citizenship as a
behavior to protect the environment in both public and private spheres, a belief in the right
to fairness in the distribution of environmental goods, and the responsibility to achieve a
sustainable society through participation (Dobson, 2003, 2007). The concept of
environmental citizenship extends beyond time and space, regardless of gender, race, and
class; it also extends beyond territorial constraints and across generations (Horton, 2006;
Barry, 1999; Dobson, 2007); fellow citizens engage in securing the environmental common
good (Fan, 2008, p. 382). In addition, environmental citizens may debate, take action,
protest, and demand to protect the environment (Dobson, 2007, p. 282; Barry, 1999, pp.
231-233).

Since the economic reforms in the late 1970s, the Chinese government has
implemented a series of laws and regulations on environmental protection; however,
environmental degradation remains a challenge in the country. Environmental problems
such as air and water pollution, deforestation, and soil erosion are generating environmental
disasters across the country. Meanwhile, urbanisation and industrialisation further degrade

the natural environment. Unregulated factories and unwanted facilities (such as
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incinerators) have serious negative effects on the environment and health and have caused
people’s discontent with polluting infrastructures. Angry Chinese people have launched
environmental protests to express their grievances and their dissatisfaction at being
excluded from the decision-making process (Chen, 2012). This environmental activism has
put serious pressure on the party-state.

Severe environmental deterioration and growing environmental activism are a
challenge to social stability and a threat to the rule of government, but it requires further
thought to understand the perceptions and attitudes of Chinese people with regard to
environmental consciousness and to examine their relationship with other stakeholders to
participate in environmental activities. Against this background, the concept of
environmental citizenship in the context of China is raised with the question: To what extent
does the idea of environmental citizenship reflect the patterns of environmental action
among the Chinese people? Deploying the data from Chinese General Social Survey
(CGSS), this preliminary study aims to explore the environmental participation of Chinese
people and the dynamics with their government in combating environmental challenges;
and to examine the concept of environmental citizenship in the context of China. In
addition, the attitudes and perceptions of the Chinese people on environmental issues are
important to better understand how these environmental concerns will affect the country in
the future.

The rest of this paper is structured as follows. The following section describes the
conceptual framework and the hypotheses. Section 3 presents data sources and research
methods, including measurements and analytical strategy. Section 4 presents the statistical
results and the discussion of this empirical study, including the descriptive statistics, pair-
correlation analysis, and regression analysis. The final part of this paper concludes the

research findings and discusses the theoretical contribution and implications.

II. Environmental citizenship and the research framework

This study attempts to propose a theoretical framework to examine the influence of
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environmental citizenship on pro-environmental behavior. First, we introduce the concept
of citizen rights awareness during collective decisions and its relationship with individual
pro-environmental behavior. Second, we hypothesize that environmental awareness
(specific to awareness of environmental problems and experience with environmental risks
in this study) and institutional trust (confidence in environmental efforts by the
government) have relationships with environmental behavior (i.e., donations to promote
environmental protection), which provides a framework to understand the existing
environmental attitudes among the Chinese people and their pro-environmental behavior.
Most of the existing research on environmental citizenship and pro-environmental behavior
is conducted in developed countries, while similar research is lacking in China; thus, it is
clearly a very important task to explore this relationship through the use of nationally
representative data from the country.

This study selected citizen rights awareness during collective decisions, environmental
awareness, the self-consciousness of trust in the government, and environmental behavior
to establish an analytical framework to examine the mechanism of the motivations of being
an environmental citizen who engages in pro-environmental behavior. Previous studies
have discussed how individuals’ environmental behavior is positively shaped by
environmental consciousness (Frick et al., 2004) and by institutional trust (Taniguchi &
Marshall, 2018). The roles of citizen rights awareness, environmental consciousness and
institutional trust in citizens’ environmental behavior in China are examined within the

framework based on the following hypotheses.

A. Citizen rights awareness during collective decisions

The concept of citizenship includes three dimensions: political participation, rights
and obligations, and membership in modern political society (Cohen, 1999). Later, the
rights also extend into different aspects, such as gender, race, ethics and ability groups
(Janoski, 1998). Obligations are an essential aspect of citizenship. Generally, the idea of
good citizenship encourages some form of participation to build tolerance and attachment
in communities (Theiss-Morse & Hibbing, 2005, p. 227), and personal- and local-level
environmental actions might press businesses and the government to change environmental
behavior (Chen, 2021a, 2021b, 2022).

Nevertheless, the awareness of citizen rights in China is embedded in the specific
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context of authoritarian regimes and institutional friction (Nathan, 2003; He & Thegersen,
2010; Teets, 2013; Truex, 2017; Tsai & Xu, 2018; Kuo & Ding, 2018). On the one hand,
citizenship awareness arises from the development of community identity and encourages
civic participation (Cunningham, 1972; Keller, 2003). On the other hand, structural
constraints and individual rational choice (Coleman, 1990; Zhong & Chen, 2002; Coleman,
2014) result in the emergence of “the silent majority” phenomenon, according to which
citizens would rather be compliant with collective decisions and do nothing, adopting the
appearance of political apathy (Aberbach, 1969; Salamon & Evera, 1973). Citizens’ choice
preference assumes faith in (or compliance with) the accountability and responsiveness of
governmental decisions. Through anticipating the exercise of citizen rights through
speaking, decision-making, voting and discussing public affairs, individuals with
citizenship awareness believe that the governance systems have already been accountable
for individual concerns and maximized collective benefits, so further individual actions
towards common interests are unnecessary. Consequently, the effect of “citizen rights
awareness during collective decisions” upon “individual-level environmental actions” is
unclear and needs to be shown with empirical evidence in the Chinese context. The effect
direction could be either be positive (encourage participation) or negative (keep silent).
Nevertheless, the pro-environmental behavior could be identified as a reaction to obligation
of environmental citizenships.

Attitudes, awareness, and the faith values reflect individuals’ perceptions of and their
reactions to the surrounding environment. As such, attitudes, awareness, and values are
essential elements of environmental citizenship (Ahmad et al., 2012, p. 86; Hawthorne &
Alabaster, 1999, p. 26; Barr, 2003). Hawthorne and Alabster (1999, pp. 27-29) further
elaborated that attitudes, awareness and values towards the environment are shaped by
personality and education. Personality forms a sense of environmental responsibility, which
is determined by economic input and religious affiliation, while education shapes
environmental literacy to understand environmental needs and make a contribution to
sustainable development. There are no standardized indicators for virtues of ecological
citizens, but fighting for environmental justice, protecting environmental rights and
assuming duties are the principles for good ecological citizenship (Hayward, 2006; Melo-
Escrihuela, 2008).

Indeed, education as well as the institutional-political training background in China



102 1TEIEBERER

shape people’s perception in terms of what they should do and should not do in the
circumstance. The reflection of citizen right awareness during collective decisions would
emerge with the silence in society as it was perceived with the normal phenomenon in the
routine. While fighting against environmental inequality and protecting environmental
rights are the pursuits of environmental citizenships, the silent atmosphere seems to exist
in the opposite side. Silence keeping would stand for the tolerance of the governance body
and the great awareness of citizens’ roles in the society as well as the anti-traditional

appearance of citizen rights.

H1: Citizen rights awareness during collective decisions demonstrates a significant effect

on individual pro-environmental behavior.

B. Environmental awareness and experience in environmental risks

Environmental awareness refers to “the understanding of the impacts of human
behavior on the environment” and may be specified with cognitive and affective
components (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). Environmental awareness is considered one of
the major variables in explaining the actions of environmental citizenship (Stern et al.,
1985; Newhouse, 1990; Klandermans, 1992; Grob, 1995; Stern, 2000).

Environmental citizenship emphasizes individual rights and obligations with the
environment, for example, the right to have fresh air to breathe and clean water to drink, as
well as individual responsibility to protect the environment (Schild, 2016). Awareness of
environmental citizenship is shaped by structure and self-consciousness and could be
enhanced by actual experience with environmental risks. Structural factors, for example,
fiscal policy, provide incentives to enhance environmentally friendly attitudes and
behaviour (Dobson, 2007). Pro-environmental behavior selection should be facilitated by
the growing awareness of environmental issues and the perception of risk problems. Here,
citizenship refers to the privilege of an entitled legal status with awareness of rights and
duties, while a citizen is an exact environmental action taker in a community (Barbalet,
1988, p. 18). It is reasonable to have an awareness of environmental citizenship in
authoritarian regimes, such as China. Previous studies on citizenship in China related to

political citizenship, such as village elections (O’Brien, 2001) and the legal basis of
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migrants for receiving welfare benefits (Smart & Smart, 2001), but little research has
discussed individual pro-environmental participation under the idea of citizenship in the
country. Heberer (2009, p. 491) asserted that neither civil society is lacking nor citizen
status achieved in China, where the Chinese government continues to play a manipulating
role in political processes. However, the emergence of voluntary associations in different
sectors, the growing number of protests, and the change of attitudes towards public affairs
has returned to the debates of citizens participating in public issues in China.

The idea of environmental citizenship in the context of China is rarely discussed in
the previous literature; thus, this study aims to contribute to the idea of environmental
citizenship, which has been formed by linking the awareness and experience of the Chinese
people to drive behavior towards environmental protection in the country. Based on the

above discussion, this paper proposes the following hypothesis:

H2: Awareness of environmental issues demonstrates a significant positive effect on

individual pro-environmental behavior.

The perspectives of social cognitive theory state the consequence from the experience
in environmental sufferings and further the influence of awareness on behavior selection
(Bandura, 1999; Paton, 2003; Ding et al., 2021). It is the matter of cognition, emotion and
psychological that affects the belief values of environmental participation. In particular, the
experience with environmental risks (i.e., pollution) would further the effect of citizen right
awareness during collective decisions and the awareness on individual behavior selection.
The sufferings from environmental risks, drives the awareness of personal norms or moral
obligations to protect the environment (Nordlund & Garvill, 2003). Currently,
environmental experience of risks drive Chinese people to take part in environmental
debates, such as green consumers (Martens, 2006; Liu et al., 2012), which has formed the
primary outlook on environmental citizenship in this country; however, a systematic study

on environmental attitudes among Chinese people, in general, is still lacking.

H3: Experience in environmental risks generates a moderating effect.
H3a: Experience with environmental risks moderates the effect of HI1.

H3b: Experience with environmental risks moderates the effect of H2.
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C. Institutional trust

Taniguchi and Marshall (2018) categorize trust into generalized trust and institutional
trust to examine the relationship with environmental citizenship actions. Generalized trust
indicates trust in others, such as friends, family and neighbours, while institutional trust
refers to confidence in government, media, and business. Economic and political
performances become the source of institutional trust among the people (Yang & Tang,
2010). Both have a positive relationship with the collective interests such as environmental
citizenship actions (Ibid). In contrast, the general public reacts negatively when it loses
confidence in the government (Liu, Xiao, Li, & Wu, 2021). This research focuses on the
popular trust of the governing system, in particular the support and confidence in the effort
of Central government on environmental issues, as a response to citizen right and
environmental awareness.

The operational measurement of the conceptual variable “institutional trust” relies on
the Chinese perception of the central government’s effort on environmental protection,
instead of local governments’, according to the following reasons: (A) the theoretical
perspective of “hierarchical government trust” and the turnover effects of local politics
(Shi, 2001; Li, 2004, 2012; Dong et al., 2021); and (B) the collective-action tendency and
boundary limitations of local environmental protection matters (Chen, 2013, 2019, 2021a;
Chen & Kuo, 2022).

First, Chinese citizens’ perception of the trust of government could be based on the
central instead of the local one because citizens clearly aware the hierarchical power as
well as the control capacity of the central government. It is the fact that political
centralization phenomenon dominates the policy arenas. The local governments may have
the discretionary power when implementing policies (Bai et al., 2019; Li & Zhou, 2005)
and the central government, ideally, should be “neutral” in the field (Jia et al., 2015; Li et
al., 2006). However, in reality, the main policy decisions and the implementation
instruments emphasize the control power of the central-hierarchical bureaucracy and the
politics (Shi, 2001; Li, 2004, 2012). The turnover effects of local leaderships further shift
the influential power from local policy entrepreneurships to a more powerful one (Dong et
al., 2021). Thus, the aims are captured by the upper-level policy outcomes instead of a

lower-level performance. The theoretical perspective of “hierarchical government trust”
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states a more apparent Chinese citizens’ trust upon a higher-level hierarchical government
(central) than the lower-level positions (local) (Li, 2012, p. 108).

Second, externality and spill-over effects describe the patterns of environmental
actions adopted by local governments (Steinacker, 2004; Ostrom, 2005; Feiock & Scholz,
2010; Chen, 2013; Chen & Kuo, 2022). Due to boundary limitations, individual local
governments would not deal with environmental problems alone, such as pollution risks,
without the collaboration with other levels of governments. It is so-called institution
collective actions (ICA) perspective (Feiock, 2009; Feiock & Scholz, 2010; Chen, 2013,
2019, 2021a) that states the needs to look at environmental movement with an extended
scope when discussing the governmental effort issues. It would not rely on a single local
governmental performance but is better on a regional collaboration or the central-
governmental integrated actions in response to the boundary limitations, which means, the
external effects beyond individual jurisdictions (Chen, 2019). To the extent, when asking
citizens’ perception of governmental trust in terms of the environmental policy outcomes,
it is reasonable to be better captured as the central governmental effort instead of the local
one. The image of trust in local governments’ environmental efforts is inevitably involved
in the effects from the neighbouring local governments or the other jurisdictions in the
region (Chen, 2013).

A positive relationship between public trust and the anticipating government’s
response has been discussed in antecedent literature (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992). Song et
al. (2019) point out that good trust of the government encourages the public to take pro-
environmental actions. With the trust of governmental response, citizens would like to
contribute to collective interests as a feedback to the sound cycle of good governance. If
the trust is enhanced in the field of public affairs, the effects of individual awareness of
rights and environmental issues would be furthered to encourage the support to
environmental actions as the reactions toward collective interests (Meyer & Liebe, 2010;
Ding, 2019). The hypothesis emphasizes the moderating effect of institutional trust on the
effect of citizen rights awareness and awareness of environmental issues on individual pro-

environmental behavior.

H4: Institutional trust generates a moderating effect.

H4a: Institutional trust moderates the effect of H1.
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HA4b: Institutional trust moderates the effect of H2.

D. Individual pro-environmental behavior and the controls

Neuteleers (2010) urged that pro-environmental behavior is part of citizens’ duty for
showing civility and virtue of citizens, and the aggregation of individual acts is a criterion
for achieving sustainability (Melo-Escrihuela, 2008). Citizen participation behavior in
China could take the form of organized association participation, contentious participation
(Boland & Zhu, 2007; Wu, 2012; Kuo & Ding, 2018) and fiscal behavior, such as making
a donation towards environmental protection issues (Carrico et al., 2018), which could be
perceived as being a type of environmental citizenship behavior (Larson et al., 2015).
Organized association participation emerges from involvement in community public affairs
and is mobilized by legal events (Zhu, 2015; Huang & Gui, 2011). Citizens participate in
environmental events under the supervision of the governing body, and pro-environmental
behavior has the safeguard of legitimacy. Contentious participation, which could be a
complaint or appeal towards environmental solutions, comes from the patterns of
contentious politics (Chen, 2012; Chen, 2016; Yu, 2010). To protect self-interests or local
environmental well-being, citizens engage in defensive actions instead of compliance
(Yang, 2007). Fiscal behavior refers to monetary payment-donations-on behalf of
environmental protection issues. Dobson (2007) indicated the influence of fiscal policy on
environmental action motivation. Based on fiscal considerations, the outcomes of rising
environmental citizenships would reflect directly on feedback in the form of monetary
payments and would provide resources to facilitate environmental movements.

Moreover, social labels, for example, political identity and structural positions, as well
as socioeconomic status, inevitably affect decisions to engage in individual pro-
environmental activities, such as donations (Eby et al., 2019). Individuals with higher
income, ownership status or better education would prefer different pro-environmental
behavior than others. In the Chinese authoritarian regime context, party membership in the
ruling party can have a great impact on individual behavior selection.

This research proposed the following conceptual framework according to the above

hypotheses:
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Figure 1
Conceptual Framework
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I11. Data collection and measurement

A. The research population and sample

This research attempted to demonstrate the environmental-citizenship behavior under
the context of authoritarian regimes in 2013 and to some extent to see what the government
can do for good governance in the future. It should be noticed this study only employed a
single year of data (the so-called cross-sectional data); however, it represents the
immediately responses on environmental behavior after Xi Jinping came to power in 2012.
The idea of of ecological civilization was initiated in the 18™ CPC National Congress in
2012 and Xi has further emphasised the idea of ecological civilization and pushed for
energy transition and has implemented stricter policies to strengthen environmental
capacity in a meeting of Politburo of Chinese Community Party (Zhong, 2016). These new
environmental policies may affect perceptions of environmental protection and
environmental behavior among Chinese people, as reflected in the data in 2013. In addition,
the findings of these environmental actions could correspond to previous research

observations of Chinese people’s political participation and further contribute to theoretical
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and empirical implications for the feasibility of environmental actions. The data were taken
from the 2013 Chinese General Social Survey (CGSS), which is a national-wide survey
administered by Renmin University of China and Hong Kong University of Science and
Technology. Using the method of multistage stratified sampling, more than 10,000
respondents participated in this survey. The CGSS covers 5,900 urban households and
4,100 rural households across 30 provinces in China (Xinjiang and Hainan are excluded).
Respondents were between 18 and 95 years of age. Valid questionnaire responses were
collected from 11,438 respondents. The questionnaires not only included standard
background questions but also consisted of 11 topics: social demography, health, lifestyle,
migration, social attitude, class identity, political attitude and behavior, cognitive ability,
labour market participation, social welfare, and family. This study inserted the average
value to replace the missing data in order to ensure the sample representativeness to the
CGSS data set.

Previous studies have deployed CGSS to explore environmental issues and
perceptions among Chinese people, for example, the relationship between gender identity
and environmental concerns (Xiao & Hong, 2010), the relationship between environmental
knowledge and environmental behavior (Liu et al., 2020), and the relationship between
internet use and environmental behavior (Liu, Han, & Teng, 2021). This was the first time
that we used these data to examine how citizen rights awareness during collective decisions,
environmental awareness and institutional trust shape individual pro-environmental

activities.

B. Measurement of variables

(A) Citizen rights awareness during collective decisions

The operational measurement of the variable of “citizen rights awareness during
collective decisions” consisted of three questions: “citizens should have the right to speak
to and decide on public affairs in a democracy”, “citizens should have the right to vote for
representatives to discuss public affairs in a democracy” and “every citizen has an equal
right to discuss public affairs regardless of their background diversity”-with the answer
options and the coding of “agree”=1 and “disagree”=0. The frequency of the answer “agree”

defined the score of the “citizen rights awareness during collective decisions” variable.
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(B) Environmental awareness and experience

The operational measurement of “awareness of environmental issues” and
“experience in environmental risks” were specified with 12 indices: air, water and noise
pollution; industrial waste; domestic waste; lack of green coverage; deterioration of forest
vegetation; loss of cultivated land quality; insufficient freshwater resources; pollution of
food; desertification; and devastation of wildlife species. “Awareness of environmental
issues” was measured by the question, “Are you aware of the following environmental
issues?”’-with the answer options and the coding of “yes”=1 and “no”=0. The frequency of
the answer “yes” defines the score of the “awareness of environmental issues” variable.
“Experience in environmental risks” was measured by the question, “How serious do you
think the following risks around you are?”’-with the answer options and the coding of “very
serious & serious”=1 and “not so serious, not serious, neutral, don’t care/hard to say and
not a problem at all”’=0. The frequency of the answers “very serious” and “serious” defined

the score of the “experience in environmental risks” variable.

(C) Institutional trust

The operational measurement of the “institutional trust” variable was reflected by
support and confidence in environmental efforts from the government and was measured
by the following question: “What do you think of the effort of the central government on
environmental protection over the past five years?”’-with the answer options and the coding
of “merely emphasizes economic development, but ignores environmental protection=1;
“involvement in environmental protection is far from enough”=2; “try its best but with an
inferior outcome”=3; “try its best with certain achievement”=4; “obtains significant

achievement”=5.

(D) Individual pro-environment behavior

There were three dimensions in the measure of the “individual pro-environmental
behavior” variable: 1. Participation: participation in legal environmental events; 2. Protest:
complaint about or appeal towards environmental solutions; and 3. Monetary payment:
donation on behalf of environmental protection. The question asked: “Did you participate

in the following activities in the previous year?” and the measurement for the
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“participation” dimension is the answer “proactively participate in the environmental
protection events organized by government and such organizations”; the measurement for
the protest” dimension is the answer “proactively participate in complaints and appeals
related to the solution of environmental issues”; and the measurement for the “monetary
payment” dimension is the answer “make donations to environmental protection issues”-

with the answer options and the coding of “never’=1; “sometimes”=2; and “frequently”=3.

(E) The controls: socioeconomic status and party membership

This research adopted three items to identify respondents’ socioeconomic status in the
country: annual personal income from the occupation held last year (with the answer of
numbers), property ownership (ownership=1; non-ownership=0) and educational
background (high academic qualification=1; low academic qualification=0). In addition,
the “membership in the Communist Party” variable was adopted in this research as well:
“what is your current political context?”’-member of the Communist Party-with the answer
options and the coding of “yes”=1 and “no”=0.

Table 1 summarizes the measurement and data coding of the variables in this research.

Table 1
Measurement of Variables

Questionnaire (measures) Answer options and coding

Citizen rights awareness during collective decisions=B18(2)+B18(3)+B18(4)

B18(2) Citizens should have the right to speak to and decide on ~ Agree=1; disagree=0
public affairs in a democracy.

B18(3) Citizens should have the right to vote for representatives ~ Agree=1; disagree=0
to discuss public affairs in a democracy.

B18(4) Every citizen has an equal right to discuss public affairs ~ Agree=1; disagree=0
regardless of their diverse backgrounds.

Awareness of environmental issues=frequency of the answer “Yes” in B21 (A)

B21(A) Are you aware of the following environmental issue?

Air pollution/water pollution/noise pollution/industrial Yes=1; no=0
waste/domestic garbage/insufficient green coverage/loss of forest
vegetation/cultivated land quality degradation/insufficient

freshwater resources/food safety problems/desertification/the

devastation of wild animal or plants

Experience with environmental risks= frequency of the answers “Very serious” and “serious” in
B21 (B)




Citizen-right Awareness and Environmental-related Factors on Pro-environmental Behavior: Some Evidence from China 111

Table 1 (continued )

B21 (B) How serious do you think the following risks around

you are?

Air pollution/water pollution/noise pollution/industrial Very serious, serious=1; not so
waste/domestic garbage/insufficient green coverage/loss of forest serious, not serious, neutral,
vegetation/cultivated land quality degradation/insufficient don’t care/hard to say, not a
freshwater resources/food safety problems/desertification/the problem at all=0

devastation of wild animal or plants

Institutional trust

B23 What do you think of the effort of the Central Government =~ Merely emphasizes economic

on environmental protection over the past five years? development, but ignores
environmental protection=1; the
involvement in environmental
protection is far from enough=2;
try its best, but inferior
outcome=3; try its best with
certain achievement=4; obtains
significant achievement=5

Individual pro-environmental behavior (Participation: participation in legal environmental events)

B22 (7) Did you participate in the following activities in the Never=1; sometimes=2;
previous year? —Proactively participate in the environmental frequently=3

protection events organized by government and such

organizations.

Individual pro-environmental behavior (Protest: complaints or appeals for environmental
solutions)

B22 (10) Did you participate in the following activities in the Never=1; sometimes=2;
previous year? —Proactively participate in makings complaints frequently=3
and appeals related to the solution of environmental issues.

Individual pro-environmental behavior (Monetary payment: donation on behalf of environmental
protection)

B22 (5) Did you participate in the following activities in the Never=1; sometimes=2;
previous year? —Make donations to environmental protection. frequently=3

Control variables: income, property ownership, education and party membership of the ruling

party

AS8b What was your annual personal income from your Please describe the exact
occupation last year (2012)? number
B7 (d) People are generally defined by different categories in Ownership=1; non-ownership=0

contemporary societies; which of the following best describes
you? (Ownership)

B7 (f) People are generally defined by different categories in High academic qualification=1;
contemporary societies’ which of the following best describes low academic qualification=0
you? (Education)

A10 (bla) What is your current political context? (Member of Yes=1; other=0
Communist Party)

Source: The authors.
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I'V. Statistical analysis and discussion

Descriptive statistics were employed to depict the mean, standard deviation, minimum
value and maximum value of each of the variables. The method of pair correlation was
adopted to detect the associated effect between each pair of the variables, each with the
statement of the significance level. Moreover, nine Multivariate regression models were
employed to examine the effects of the explanatory variables on the dependent variables.
The first models under each of the dependent variable sections (Models 1-1, 2-1, and 3-1)
presented the effect of the main independent variables, the second models (Models 1-2, 2-
2, and 3-2) included the moderator variables, and the third models (Models 1-3, 2-3, and

3-3) showed how the interaction terms affected the relationships among the variables.

A. Descriptive statistics

Individual pro-environmental behavior consists of three action patterns: participation,
protest and monetary payment. On the 3-point scale, the mean frequency of individual
participation in environmental events is 1.27 (s.d.=0.52), while it is 1.11 (s.d.=0.36) for
protests and 1.20 (s.d.=0.44) for monetary payments. Participating in legal environmental
events organized by the government and organizations was the most common choice that
individuals selected to facilitate environmental citizenship. In contrast, protests as
complaints or appeals towards environmental solutions were not common for Chinese
citizens. Individuals would rather keep silent than take action against government
decisions. Chinese citizens had a high degree of citizen rights awareness during collective
decisions with a mean score of 2.45 (s.d.=0.83) on a 3-point scale and a high level of
institutional trust with a mean score of 3.23 (s.d.=1.02) on a 5-point scale. They were aware
of environmental issues with a mean score of 8.77 (s.d.=3.72) on a 12-point scale, with
little experience in environmental risks (mean=2.72, s.d.=2.85, 12-point scale). Table 2

shows the descriptive statistics of the variables and the samples.
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Table 2
Descriptive Statistics

Description of the variables

Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.

Participation 1.27 0.52 1 3
Protest 1.11 0.36 1 3
Monetary payment 1.20 0.44 1 3
Citizen rights awareness during collective decisions 2.45 0.83 0 3
Awareness of environmental issues 8.77 3.72 0 12
Experience with environmental risks 2.72 2.85 0 12
Institutional trust 3.23 1.02 1 5

Description of the samples

Mean 25% 50% 75%

Annual personal income from occupation last year (2012) (CNY) 26888.4 8000 20000 33000

Yes % NotYes %
White-collar class 656 5.74 10782 94.26
Resident in urban areas 3831 33.49 7607 66.51
Property ownership 1779 15.55 9659 84.45
High academic 923 8.07 10515 91.93
qualification
Member of Communist Party 5672 49.59 5766 50.41

Source: The authors.

B. Pair correlation

Pearson correlation analysis was employed to detect bivariate correlations between
variables. Table 3 presents the statistical results with the state of the significance level.
Three patterns of individual pro-environmental behavior were positively and significantly
correlated with each other (correlation coefficients were from 0.34 to 0.42), which means
that an increase of one could be associated with an increase of the other. Awareness of
environmental issues and experience in environmental risks had positive and significant
correlations with the three pro-environmental behavior (correlation coefficients ranged
from 0.08 to 0.20). We could tell that individuals with a better awareness of environmental
issues or more experience in such risks would be associated with more experience in
environmental actions. However, citizen rights awareness during collective decisions had
negative but significant correlations with the three patterns of environmental behavior
(correlation coefficients ranged from -0.07 to -0.10). Institutional trust had a positive and

significant correlation with participation in legal environment events (correlation
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coefficient was 0.04) but was negative for protests and making monetary payments
(correlation coefficients were -0.07 and -0.05, respectively). The correlation results showed
that the more individuals believed in the governing system as well as in collective
decisions, the more silence they maintained. Chinese citizens at most participated in legal
events under the supervision of the governing system when they had confidence in the
government’s effort. Generally, when individuals were aware of their citizen rights and had
institutional trust, they were likely to rely on the government to do something instead of

taking individual actions in response to environmental interests.

Table 3
Pair Correlation between Variables
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Participation 1.00
2. Protest 0.36***  1.00
3. Monetary payment 0.42%*** (,34*** 1,00
4. Citizen rights awareness -

during collective decisions  0.10*** (.07*** (.07%** 1.00

5. Awareness of environmental

*kok kokk *kk -
issues 0.18 0.08 0.13 0.04%%* 1.00
6. Experience with . sk s - Sk
environmental risks 0.18 0.17 0.20 0.04%** 0.36 1.00
7. Institutional trust 0.04%x* 0.07_*** 0.05_*** 0.03%* 0.06-*** 0.23_*** 1.00

Note: p*<0.05; p**<0.01; p***<0.001.
Source: The authors.

C. The effects on individual pro-environmental behavior

Nine regression models were employed to examine the effects of the explanatory
variables on the three patterns of individual pro-environmental behavior. Model 1 treated
the dependent variable (DV) as individual participation in legal environmental events
(participation), while the DV in Model 2 is a complaint or appeal towards environmental
solutions (protest), and in Model 3 the DV is making a donation on behalf of environmental
protection (monetary payment). We used stepwise regressions, which first looked at the
effects from the main independent variables (i.e., see Model 1-1), second, we added
moderating variables (i.e., see Model 1-2), and finally, the interaction terms were included

to see if the moderating effect exists.
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(A) Participation: participation in legal environmental events

Table 4 shows that “awareness of environmental issues” (EI) and “experience in
environmental risks” (ER) generated positive and significant effects (coefficient=
0.02***/0.01*** and 0.02***, respectively) on Chinese citizens’ participation in legal
environmental events, while “citizen rights awareness during collective decisions” (CR)
was negative but significant (coefficient=-0.04*** and -0.04***) (see Model 1-1 and
Model 1-2). The moderating effects were partially corroborated by the regression results
because in Models 1-3, there was one interaction term (CR*ER) associated with a
significance level (coefficient=0.00%). This means that experience with environmental risks
weakens the negative effect of citizen rights awareness on individual participation in legal
events. Indeed, the perception of factual environmental sufferings would stimulate the
participation in actual organized association events with the regard to protect individual
environmental rights. China’s governance mode emphasizes a top-down manner under the
context of authoritarian regime (Nathan, 2003; He & Thegersen, 2010; Teets, 2013), so the
available approaches to overcome the suffering situation is to participate in the legal events
under the safeguard hats of loyalty and the compliance with the ruling class. Although the
silence majority phenomenon (Noesselt, 2014) is still dominant in the society, the only exit
for the population who suffering from environmental inequality is to participation in the
legal environmental event, instead of selecting to appeal or protest.

In addition, it is worth noting that the variable “institutional trust” (IT) was not
significant across all the models. As a result, Hypotheses 1 and 2 were corroborated with
the significant effects from the CR and EI independent variables, Hypothesis 3a was
corroborated when looking at the moderating effect of ER, and Hypothesis 4 was not
corroborated due to the nonsignificance of the IT interaction terms.

The statistical results provided evidence that environmental awareness and perception
indeed enhanced behavior towards environmental citizenship. However, in the context of
the Chinese authoritarian regime, citizen rights awareness contributed to “the silent
majority” phenomenon. Institutional trust and awareness of citizen rights did not facilitate
individual behavior regarding environmental affairs. The reasons may be due to the
political apathy driven by individual rational choices; or that individuals maintained their

faith in (or compliance with) the manipulating role of the governing system and believed
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that the best collective decisions had already been made by the authorities, so further

individual actions were not necessary for the common good.

Table 4
The Effects on Individual Pro-environmental “Participation” Behavior

Model 1: Participation (Participation in legal environmental events)
Model 1-1 Model 1-2 Model 1-3

Variables Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient
(s.e) (s.e) (s.e.)
Citizen rights awareness during collective -0.04%** -0.04%** -0.01
decisions (CR) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02)
. . 0.02%** 0.01%** 0.00
Awareness of environmental issues (EI) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
. . . . 0.02%%** 0.01
Experience in environmental risks (ER) (0.00) 0.01)
L 0.01 0.00
Institutional trust (IT) (0.00) (0.02)
0.00*
%
CR*ER (6.00)
-0.01
%
CRAT (0.01)
0.00
*
EI *ER (0.00)
0.00
*k
EI*IT (0.00)
I 0.07%** 0.06%** 0.06%***
neome (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
hi 0.06%** 0.06%** 0.06***
Property ownership (0.00) (0.00) (0.01)
Ed . 0.25%%* 0.25%%** 0.24%%*
ucation (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
. 0.00 0.00 0.00
Party membership 0.01) 0.01) 0.01)
I 0.55%%** 0.59%%** 0.58%**
ntercept (0.05) (0.05) (0.08)
Number of observations 11438 11438 11438
F(6, 11431)= F(8, 11429)= F(12, 11425)=
Fvalue 181.50 146.71 98.70
P value 0.00 0.00 0.00
R-squared 0.09 0.09 0.09

Note: p*<0.05; p**<0.01; p***<0.001.
Source: The authors.
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(B) Protest: complaints or appeals towards environmental solutions

Table 5 shows that EI and ER generated positive and significant effects (coefficient=
0.00***/0.00 and 0.02***, respectively) on Chinese citizens’ selection of complaints or
appeals to environmental solutions, while CR was still negative but significant
(coefficient=-0.03*** and -0.02***) (see Model 2-1 and Model 2-2). The moderating
effects were partially corroborated by the regression results because in Models 2-3, there
was one interaction term (CR*ER) associated with a significance level (coefficient=-
0.00**). This means that experience in environmental risks (for example, pollution) would
strengthen the negative effect of citizen rights awareness on individual engagement in
protests for environmental solutions. It was the fact of having suffered that made those
individuals with citizen rights have more faith in, be more compliant with, more silent and
even less likely to make complaints or appeals. Putting together the Model 1-3 (Table 4)
and Model 2-3 (Table 5) statistical results, we provide the empirical evidence to depict the
protection motivation theory (Rogers, 1983). Individual selection of behavior is based on
the evaluations from action costs, feedback effectiveness, and the prediction of the reaction
from the surroundings (Michelson, 2007; Ding, 2019; Ding et al., 2021). For those
population who experience in environmental risks, their decisions of action-taken is full of
compromise between the predicted reactions from the upper-class ruling party
(government) and the costs of individual actions. It is obvious that the costs of individual
appealing or protesting actions are high. But, on the contrary, the predicted governmental
reaction is more likely to become less-advantaged for those individuals, especially under
the authoritarian regime context. The rational-choice considerations drive the negatively
moderate effect from the experience in environmental risks upon the awareness-behavior
relationships. Correspondingly, the variable IT was negative but significant in Model 2-2
(coefficient=-0.01%*). Taking protest actions was indeed a type of individual action, fighting
against the governing authority. It was likely that vulnerable or disadvantaged groups-who
suffered from pollution but still had no choice to insist in faith in governmental
accountability-were even more compliant with the governing decisions.

Hypotheses 1 and 2 were corroborated with significant effects from the CR and EI
independent variables, Hypothesis 3a was corroborated with the negative effect of the
CR*ER interaction term, and Hypothesis 4 was not corroborated due to the nonsignificance

of the I'T’s interaction terms in Models 2-3.
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Table 5
The Effects on Individual Pro-environmental “Protest” Behavior

Model 2: Protest (complaint or appeal towards environmental solutions)

Model 2-1 Model 2-2 Model 2-3

Variables Coefficient Coefficient Coefficient
(s.e.) (s.e.) (s.e.)
Citizen rights awareness during collective -0.03%*** -0.02%** -0.02
decisions (CR) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01)
. . 0.00%** 0.00 -0.01
Awareness of environmental issues (EI) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
. . . . 0.02%** 0.04***
Experience with environmental risks (ER) (0.01) (0.01)
o -0.01* -0.03
Institutional trust (IT) (0.00) (0.00)
-0.00%*
%
CR*ER 0.00)
0.00
£
CR*IT (0.00)
0.00
*
EI*ER (0.00)
0.00
*k
EI*IT 0.00)
I 0.03*** 0.02%** 0.02%**
feome (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
P hi 0.04%%* 0.04*** 0.04***
roperty ownership (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Education 0.03* 0.02 0.02
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
. -0.01 0.00 0.00
Party membership 0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
I 0.84%** 0.95%** 0.97***
ntercept (0.03) (0.04) (0.06)
Number of observations 11438 11438 11438
F(6,11431)= F(8, 11429)= F(12,11425)=
Fvalue 43.99 59.77 41.07
P value 0.00 0.00 0.00
R-squared 0.02 0.04 0.04

Note: p*<0.05; p**<0.01; p***<0.001.
Source: The authors.
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The statistical results provided evidence that corresponded to the findings of Model
Is. Environmental awareness and experience enhanced the individual selection of
protective actions towards environmental protection. However, structural constraints from
the Chinese authoritarian regime context undermined the willingness of individuals to take
action, especially for those with trust as well as confidence in governmental efforts on
environmental interests. The high degree to which they trusted in the governing system

consolidated their faith in compliance with the authorities.

(C) Monetary payment: donation on behalf of environmental protection

Table 6 shows that EI and ER generated positive and significant effects (coefficient=
0.01*%**/0.00*%* and 0.21***, respectively) on Chinese citizens’ selection to donate on
behalf of environmental protection, while CR was still negative but significant
(coefficient=-0.02*** and -0.02***) (see Model 3-1 and Model 3-2). The moderating
effects were partially corroborated by the regression results because in Model 3-3, there
was one interaction term (CR*IT) associated with a significance level (coefficient=-0.01%).
This means that trust in government would strengthen the negative effect of citizen rights
awareness on individual donations on behalf of environmental protection. Indeed,
individuals would rely more on the authority’s behavior than individual contributions if
they had confidence in governmental efforts towards environmental protection. As a result,
Hypotheses 1 and 2 were corroborated with significant effects from the CR and EI
independent variables, Hypothesis 4a was corroborated with the negative effect of the
CR*IT interaction term, and Hypothesis 3 was not corroborated due to the nonsignificance
of ER’s interaction terms in Models 3-3.

Similarly, the statistical results provided evidence that corresponded to the findings of
Model 1-1 to 1-3, and Model 2-1 to 2-3. Environmental awareness and experience
enhanced individual selection of donations on behalf of environmental protection.
However, institutional friction imposed constraints on Chinese citizens, so individual
functional actions were not preferred under conditions of apathy. They did not have to
donate to or make additional payments for environmental benefits. Keeping silent and
waiting for somebody else to contribute would be the optimal behavior as a result of

individual rationality.
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Table 6

The Effects on the Individual Pro-environmental “Monetary Payment” Behavior

Model 3: Monetary payment (donation on behalf of environmental protection)

Model 3-1 Model 3-2 Model 3-3
Variables Coefficient Coecfficient Coefficient
(s.e.) (s.e.) (s.e.)
Citizen rights awareness during collective -0.02%** -0.02%** 0.01
decisions (CR) (0.00) (0.00) (0.02)
. . 0.01*** 0.00%** 0.00
Awareness of environmental issues (EI) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
. . . . 0.21%** 0.03**
Experience with environmental risks (ER) (0.00) (0.01)
o 0.00 0.03
Institutional trust (IT) (0.00) (0.02)
0.00
%
CR*ER 0.00)
-0.01*
£
CR*IT (0.00)
0.00
*
EI*ER (0.00)
0.00
*k
EI*IT 0.00)
0.06%** 0.04%** 0.04%**
Income (0.01) (0.00) (0.00)
. 0.06%** 0.06%** 0.06%***
Property ownership (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
. 0.18%%* 0.16%** 0.16%**
Education (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
. -0.01 -0.01 -0.01
Party membership (0.01) 0.01) (0.01)
I 0.63%%* 0.7 1%%* 0.63%**
ntercept (0.04) (0.04) (0.07)
Number of observations 11438 11438 11438
F(6,11431)= F(8, 11429)= F(12, 11425)=
Fvalue 121.68 116.23 77.96
P value 0.00 0.00 0.00
R-squared 0.06 0.08 0.08

Note: p*<0.05; p**<0.01; p***<0.001.
Source: The authors.
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The effect of socioeconomic status (the control variables in the models) was proven
by the results to have the greatest significance. In Model 1-1 to 1-3 and Model 3-1 to 3-3,
income, property ownership and education generated positive and significant effects on
individual pro-environmental behavior of participation and monetary payments. In Model
2, income and property ownership were still positive and significant, while education was
only significant in Model 2-1. Membership in the Communist Party, however, did not
generate any significant effect on individual pro-environmental behavior. It sometimes has
a negative effect but would never be experienced at a significant level, which did not
correspond with the findings from Yang and Wiepking (2021). Alternative understandings
emerged from the speciality of environmental behavior instead of depicting general
donation behavior. Organizational mobilization (based on individual party membership)
may not appear during the environmental action era. The influence of authoritarian regimes
influenced citizens’ recognition of their rights and compliance paths, not individual party
membership backgrounds.

The following Table 7 summarized the research findings and the discussion from the
statistical results. It is the silence majority phenomenon-resulting from political apathy
under the context of authoritarian regime-that is dominant the China society. As a contrast
to the traditional Western-style democratic society, citizen right awareness generates the
negative effects on individual-action taken because of the faith that the governing system
could take care of everything. Besides, in some extent, the moderating effects from
environmental experience and institutional trust would even strengthen the negative effect
of citizen right awareness. As a result of individual-rational choice, citizens would rely
more on the government or somebody else even if they are indeed in need to do something

to cope with the less-advantaged situation.
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Table 7

Summary of Research Findings

Hypotheses

Research findings
toward the pro-
environmental behavior

Summary of the discussion

H1: Citizen rights awareness
during collective
decisions demonstrates

Loyalty and compliance with
authoritarian regime generate the
“silence majority phenomenon” that is

significant positive
effect on individual pro-
environmental behavior.

. Negative . . .
a significant effect on & dominant in the society, as a contrast to
individual pro- the traditional Western-style democratic
environmental behavior. society.
H2: Awareness of . .

. . Perception and understandings of

environmental issues . . . o
environmental issues indeed facilitate
demonstrates a " D . AT
Positive individual adoption of participation,

protest and monetary payment toward
pro-environmental behavior.

H3: Experience in
environmental risks
generates a moderating
effect.

1. Weakening the
negative effect of H1
in the “participation”
model (1-3)

2. Strengthening the
negative effect of H1
in the “protest”
model (2-3)

1. The actually environmental sufferings
would stimulate the “participation” in
legal environmental events, so the
negative effect from “silence majority
phenomenon” would be mitigated.

2. It is the rational-choice considerations
that drives the negative effect from
environmental-risk sufferings. The
predicted reactions from the upper-
class ruling party make the less-
advantaged individuals less likely to
take the “protest” behavior to against
the government, so the negative effect
from “silence majority phenomenon”
would be even more critical.

H4: Institutional trust
generates a moderating
effect.

Strengthening the
negative effect of H1 in
the “monetary
payment” model (3-3)

With the trust of the governing systems,
individuals would rely more on
governmental efforts than self-
contribution to environmental protection.
The awareness of citizen rights would
even keep individual silent and rather
waiting for somebody else to contribute,
as a result of individual-rational choice
considerations.

Source: The authors.
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V. Conclusion

Citizens have the responsibility for environmental protection through taking
individual actions involving participation, protest or monetary payment. How far does the
idea of environmental citizenship reflect the patterns of environmental action among the
Chinese people? This research attempted to answer this question by examining the effects
of awareness of citizen rights as well as environmental issues and institutional trust on
individual selection of pro-environmental behavior.

The research findings indicated that individual awareness and experience with
environmental risks influenced their engagement in pro-environmental behavior to a great
extent. Environmentally friendly attitudes, perceptions and awareness enhanced individual
selection of participation in legal environmental events, complaints or appeals towards
environmental solutions and donations on behalf of environmental protection. However,
under the context of authoritarian regimes-perhaps due to compliance with or the faith in
the accountability of the governing system-citizens’ rights awareness during collective
decisions implies the equality between Chinese citizens and the rulers based on the
constitution (Li, 2009; Johnson, 2010). As such, the citizens’ trust to the rule-enforcers to
enforce the laws, which undermines citizens’ willingness to make individual contributions.
Institutional frictions and structural constraints made Chinese citizens keep silent about
environmental actions.

Regarding the theoretical contribution of this research, as contrast to the Western-style
citizen participation, authoritarian resilience and the stability of the ruling power (Truex,
2017, p. 330) are the main concerns embedded into the China governing system. It would
be relatively limited and sensitive with the regard to the allowed-citizen-participation into
public affairs, compared to the Western-style concerns of public interests, civic rights,
citizenships and civil society (Rifkin, 2014; Cornwall, 2002). For example, Chinese
citizens rather deployed legal means to call on the officials to carry out the existing rules
and fulfil the obligations within the current system (O’Brien & Li, 2006; Li, 2009; Johnson,
2010) than took actions to protest against the situation. This is corresponsive to the research
findings that “participation” in the legal events organized by government and such

organizations is the most available options individuals would like to carry out when they
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encounter environmental risks in reality, instead of protest or monetary payment. To a
certain extent, they relied heavily on environmental efforts by the government instead of
making individual contributions because they believed that individual concerns had already
been taken into account by the governing system. In particular, disadvantaged groups (for
example, those who suffered from environmental inequality) who simultaneously believe
in government efforts decide to do nothing and wait for the government to implement
environmental solutions. They would be even more compliant with the decisions of the
authorities.

In other words, the power of political regime as well as collectivism are dominant over
the China context so the willingness of individual contribution is limited, especially in case
with the political party identification. The research findings corroborate to Kuo and Ding’s
(2018) depiction of organized-association participation and contentious participation in the
China communities. It may not be optimistic regarding the contemporary empowerment to
citizens and responsiveness of the governing authority in China, on behalf of
environmental-citizenship development. The future designs of public participation
processes emerge as the concerns for governmental accountability as well as a civic-
environmental sound society.

Research limitations and future directions: This preliminary study provides a
framework for environmental citizenship in China by examining the correlations between
environmental perceptions, institutional trust and individual environmental behavior.
However, one weakness of our study is that we only obtained a single year of data to
examine. In this study, we used the CGSS data in 2013 to analyse environmental citizenship
in China that may not have represented the situation as a whole, but it reveals the most
recent perceptions of respondents’ on environmental protection since Xi Jinping took
power in 2012. The idea of ecological civilization was initiated in the 18" CPC National
Congress in 2012; Environmental management was remarkably strengthened once Xi’s
came to power; for instance, the idea of ecological civilization has been further emphasised
and the central government implemented new policy for controlling PM2.5 air pollutant in
nationwide and set the target to reduce the amount of coal consumption (Wang et al., 2013).
These measures gained trust and credibility among the Chinese people. In this study, we
found that the standard deviation of trust is 1.02 and showed that the respondents have a

high degree of trust in the Chinese government in general, but it also reveals the
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consequence of social desirability bias among authoritarian countries.

Nevertheless, the concept of citizenship remains debatable in authoritarian China, and
we suggest a longitudinal study for this topic to have long-term observations of the
development of environmental citizenship in China. Finally, more variables of
environmental behavior, such as recycling, are suggested to be added to the survey to better

understand the various environmental behavior in the country.
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